A novel protein required for RNA interference in Drosophila, Armitage, was identified in a screen for genes involved in embryonic axis formation. In armitage mutants, oocyte polarity and the regulation of oskar mRNA translation are impaired, suggesting that RNA silencing regulates the first steps of Drosophila development.
cortex of the oocyte (Figure 1B,C) . Consequent to the mid-oogenesis repolarization, gurken, bicoid and oskar mRNAs become localized, respectively, to the oocyte's anterior-dorsal corner, anterior pole and posterior pole. Concomitantly, translation of localized oskar mRNA is activated and a localized pool of Oskar protein produced.
armi was identified in a genetic screen for mutations that affect embryonic axis specification [3] . In an armi mutant, the first microtubule polarization event is impaired, such that the MTOC fails to shift to the posterior pole and oskar mRNA and Gurken protein fail to localize in the normal posterior crescent. In addition, Oskar protein is produced prematurely in an armi oocyte. A similar precocious expression of Oskar protein is observed in aubergine, maelstrom and spindle-E mutants [3], in which the distribution or function of components of the RNAi pathway is impaired [4] [5] [6] . The homology of Armi to the Arabidopsis protein SDE3 [7] suggested that it might similarly have a role in RNA silencing.
RNA silencing is mediated by small non-coding RNAs, including siRNAs and miRNAs; it has been shown to function in different eukaryotic phyla and to regulate basic biological processes, such as developmental timing, cell differentiation, growth control and defense against viruses [8] [9] [10] [11] [12] [13] [14] . siRNAs and miRNAs are generated by similar processing events and act in gene silencing by similar mechanisms ( Figure 1A ). They are, however, produced from different precursors: siRNAs arise from long double-stranded RNAs and miRNAs from hairpin precursors. In both cases, the precursor is processed by Dicer, an RNase III endonuclease, into 21-23 nucleotide double-stranded RNAs. Subsequently, one of the RNA strands is incorporated into the RNA-induced silencing complex (RISC). 
